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Iced Coffee Girl
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MONICA COULDN'T HELP herself; she reached up and touched David’s flat hard stomach as he knelt over her on the bed. He tenderly sat her up as if she were a porcelain doll and lifted her black silk nightgown over her head. He lay her back down on the satin sheets. The coolness of the sheets and the heat of his body kneeling over her make her shiver. Her desire was building. The thought of what was about to happen with this man, the man with the tan skin and tight abs, had every nerve in her body standing at attention. 

He licked his lips and looked at her full breasts; the hunger in his eyes was undeniable. Bringing his mouth to hers, his tongue forced her mouth open and filled it with his. Monica felt the warmth and wetness starting to pool between her legs. David, sensing her arousal, proceeded to move down her long neck, slowly kissing her and nibbling her flesh. A small moan escaped her lips as she threw her head back. Her sweet scent was making him insane. He started kissing her breast and his mouth found her round, hard nipple. He nibbled on it tenderly, making her arch her back. Monica tangled her fingers into his golden hair; the sensation of his suckling created tightness in her belly. His hand slid down her body and found its way to her inner thigh. He parted her legs. He felt the heat and wetness coming from her. He slid a finger into her wet pink lips, his palm pressing against her little pearl. A whimper of pleasure escaped Monica’s lips; David knew what was next. He positioned himself, spreading her legs further apart. Monica could feel the tip of his manhood pushing into her opening, ready to fill her. Their eyes locked and they focused on each other. Monica could see that he hungered for her. She closed her eyes, wanting to savor this moment. When she opened them again everything was blurry, out of focus and David was gone. 

The alarm clock was registering 6:00 a.m. and making the most horrifying shrieking noise imaginable. Reaching over, Monica knocked the clock off the table and realized that her hand was in between her legs all along, and it wasn’t her David after all.

Another day and another hot dream. The same no guy in my bed story of my life, she thought to herself. Her apartment was quiet, lonely and depressing. “Wow, I really need a life, maybe I should just put myself into a coma and have imaginary sex all the time,” she said out loud and giggled. “With my luck the coma would be painful, like my reality.” Pulling herself out of bed, she headed to the bathroom. Once inside, she sat on the toilet to pee and contemplated what her day was going to be like. Work, shopping, and a dreadful dinner with her parents and her sister Nancy. 

Today was her father’s 60th birthday, and her mother insisted that everyone be at the house to celebrate. Monica wished they would have just gone to Atlantic City like she had suggested. Then she wouldn’t have to deal with Nancy and her attitude. She stood and turned on the water to the shower. She looked down at what she was wearing and wondered if a guy like David would ever make love to her in a t-shirt and old jogging pants. She shrugged them off before she stepped into the shower.

The water felt good on her body; she reached for the shampoo and picked up the empty bottle. “Shit, I forgot to stop and get a new bottle. Was everything going to go wrong today?” Exasperated, Monica stepped out of the shower after finishing up and wiped the fog off the mirror. She focused on her image and tried to calm herself. “Relax, Monie, it’s not going to be a bad day. It started good, right? You almost got laid, even if it wasn’t real. So, you are thirty-four and single. Who cares? So, your family has a way of always reminding you of that, no biggie. You can handle it tonight.” 

Monica reached for the hair dryer and blew her dark chestnut curls into place. Beautiful hair was what her hairdresser always said, hair that you could do anything to. Once done, she started her makeup. Her hazel eyes don’t need much, just some mascara. She added blush to enhance her cheekbones and a little lip gloss for her full lips. She really didn't need much more; her olive complexion took care of the rest. Exotic looks, that’s what her friends told her. It’s funny what people say. She had never felt exotic. If she were to describe herself. She would say she had plain looks. She was an average 5’5” woman, and her name was Jane. Maybe Plain Jane had a better life than the exotic Monica Garza. 

She takes one last look in the mirror and chants out loud, “Today will be the start of your new life!” Anna Lopez Marino, her best friend, had told her to say that every morning and that one day it would be true. So far it hadn’t worked. Her last relationship with a man was six and a half years ago, and that relationship was with her ex-husband. 

As she got dressed, she thought back to her last date and shook her head, not wanting to remember too much of that night. It was with an accountant during tax season. She came home convinced she could do her own taxes after that date. He never called her again, and she was grateful. On occasion, she went out for a drink with Anna but that wasn't very often. Anna was happily married with two beautiful girls. Her life revolved around her husband Anthony and her girls Amanda and Christina. 

Once dressed in her yellow sleeveless blouse and white knee length A-line skirt, she found her white flats. One last look in the mirror, and she was ready for work. 

***
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THE STATEN ISLAND FERRY, on a beautiful warm September day, was both spectacular and bittersweet. I loved to stand outside facing the Statue of Liberty. The view was wonderful. Passing the Statue of Liberty and looking at the New York City skyline is something that everyone should experience at least once in their lives. The bitterness comes from remembering what our skyline once looked like, and how in the blink of an eye we became a city of terror. As a native New Yorker, the pain of what was taken from us will never go away. 

I looked around the boat today and scanned all the commuters. Some sat dozing, some were reading. Others like me were watching the passing sights, waiting for the city to get closer. It dawned on me that even though I was 45 minutes late, thanks to a flat tire, all the commuters looked the same as the ones that usually boarded the 7:30 a.m. ferry. I turned to the right and spied four construction workers eyeing me. One smiled and one dirty-looking one waved. Mental note to self: Do not take this boat again. I turned around, trying to hide from their view and noticed Mrs. DePalma was standing by the railing. I walked over and started to chat with her. She was a homeless woman who once had a million dollars, or at least she claims she did. I saw her regularly and enjoyed all her old stories.

The announcement over the loud speaker informed us that we were about to dock. I turned to my left, ready to rush to the exit and as I did, I slammed into a hard, solid body. All I felt was something cold going down my blouse. 

“Shit, what the?!?” But all my words failed me when I looked up. The bluest eyes I had ever seen were looking back at me. 

“I’m so sorry! Here, let me help you.” Mr. Blue-eyes with the sexy smile was now trying to clean me up with paper napkins, making the situation more mortifying, and yet, hot.

I couldn't believe how embarrassing this was. “Stop! Don’t worry, I can clean myself up,” I muttered. I couldn't even look at him; I feel my face heat up when I tried. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t even see you.” Why am I apologizing? He spilled ... wait, what was this? Then I smelled it ... coffee. Oh, he spilled iced-coffee on me! I was going to smell like a coffee house all day now. Great! My yellow blouse and skirt had turned a milky brown! Fuck, fuck! How was I going to go to work like this? 

“Hey I’m sorry, really sorry. I didn’t think you were going to turn around so fast.” Mr. Blue-eyes with the perfect face said. His face was full of guilt like a kid caught stealing candy. “If you give me your name and address, I can send you a check for the dry cleaning.” 

As I wipe myself off I wondered, was I brave enough to give him my name and address? I took a quick look at him again and I felt a small thrill in my secret garden of love, and I decided nope, I’m not that brave! Besides, what if he were a serial killer, and this was how he tricked his victims? This could all be part of his ploy. But, oh my God he was so hot—better than my imaginary David this morning. 

While I wrestled with myself trying to ignore the little devil on my shoulder saying “Monie, give this guy your address.” I heard Mr. Blue-eyes clear his throat; he was looking at me waiting for an answer. 

“It’s okay, it’s not the end of the world, I can clean myself up.” Then I remembered what he said before he offered to pay for my dry cleaning. “Wait, what did you mean you didn’t think I was going to turn around so fast? Why were you behind me? Why were you so close?” My voice was serious and probing. He looked me over and licked his lips and, once again, I felt a pull in between my legs. Damn, he could make ice melt with those eyes! 

“I was just trying to get to the railing when I heard the announcement that we were going to dock, and you spun around like a rocket.” He steps back, and I notice he was holding a tool bag in his right hand. “By the way my name is Jason,” he said, his smile infectious and warm. 

I found myself smiling like a fool. What was I doing? I looked away and scowled. “I have to get going, Jason. I am already late for work and now I have to buy a new outfit. It was nice to meet you, but I have to run.” 

I looked at him again and thought to myself, please do not look at me like that. I found myself fidgeting with my hair and I put my hand down. Maybe I was imagining it, but when he looked at me it was almost like he was trying to picture me naked. It made me shift from one foot to another, rubbing my thighs together and sending a little sensation to my belly. Dear Lord, I’m frustrated! 

“Then let me give you some money for a new blouse and skirt.” He pulls out a handful of hundred-dollar bills like this happened to him every day. As if giving women money was what he did. “Get yourself out of those wet cloths and go buy yourself something nice.”

I looked at the money, and raised an eyebrow and put my hand up, “I’m good, don’t worry.” All of a sudden, I felt myself get all hot in the face again. I couldn't look at this guy. What the hell was going on? He was offering me money, a lot of money, and was he saying that what I was wearing wasn't nice? 

“Okay, well again, I am really sorry. Maybe I can see you again. Do you take this boat often?” 

The boat had completely docked, and I saw everyone getting off slowly. My watch was registering 8:20 a.m. I was going to be so late, damn it. Kevin was going to be pissed. “I really have to go. Thanks again for the offer, but it’s not necessary.” 

“Hey, I didn’t get your name.” I heard Jason say. Should I give him my name? I turned to him and smiled.

“You can call me Iced-Coffee Girl.” and with that I turned and lost myself in the crowd.

***
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THE NEW OUTFIT I JUST bought at Century 21 was not exactly how I was thinking of dressing today, but it would do. I took the conservative approach and decided on black pants with a grey silk t-shirt. The women’s room at work was empty, so thankfully no one saw my horrific coffee-stained outfit. I sat at my desk and looked for my black shoes. Thank God I kept an extra pair of shoes at work. 

This day started like every other day, chaotic. I have worked for Direct Trust Insurance most of my adult life. All I had to say was it paid the bills. 

“Monica, did you get the file I was looking for yesterday?” Kevin asked from his office.

“Yes, I did, boss.” I could picture the disgust on Kevin’s face without even looking into his office; he hated it when I called him boss. “If you look, it’s on your desk,” I said loudly with a smile as I finished slipping on my right shoe. 

“I hate when you call me that, and where? I don’t see it.” 

I looked up and Kevin was standing in the doorway of his office. I looked at this man and concluded that he wouldn’t be able to find his nose if it weren't on his face. I had been working for Kevin Golden for the past 15 years and they had been good years. Job security had never been a concern as long as I had been working with him. He made it his mission to take care of me, like a big brother watching over his kid sister. When I was at my worst, during my divorce, Kevin made sure I took time off for myself. I was sure I was going to lose everything since my ex, Phil, had left me with all the bills. Kevin made sure that everything was paid and called it my bonus. When he got promoted to EVP, executive management and Human Resources had told him that I wasn’t qualified for an executive assistant position. They already had someone lined up that they considered to be more appropriate for the job. Kevin fought to have me as his executive assistant, and he made sure that they understood that he didn’t want another assistant. He had always been my guardian angel. 

I followed Kevin into his office, one that I decorated for him myself. The mahogany desk and leather chairs were all hand crafted, and the bookshelves matched the desk, along with the Queen Anne style antique guest chairs. 

The view from his office was magnificent. Two out of the four walls in his office were floor to ceiling windows, on the 32nd floor, facing the New York harbor. I made sure that this office was everything he wanted, right down to the imported rug. This was the perfect office for a perfect boss. 

Kevin was sitting behind his desk looking as serious as any executive could first thing in the morning. He was a good-looking man of 40, with rugged looks and a strong chin, sandy blonde hair and green eyes. I always thought he looked more like a surfer than an executive. His life had been as sad as mine when it came to love. He had been divorced twice, and he was currently acquiring trophy wife number three. Her name was Ellen the “Ice Bitch.” At least that’s what the assistants dubbed her at the company picnic, since she wouldn’t even acknowledge anyone. She sat with her phone glued to her ear all day. I often wondered if he realized that any one of those women would jump at a chance to be with him, and yet he always seemed to pick the ones who really didn’t give a shit about him. 

I stopped in front of his desk. “I have to leave early today. Is that okay with you?” 

He never looked at me, just continued reading the files he had just found. “Why? Where are you going, and didn’t you just come in? A little late, aren’t we?”  

“Do you always have to get personal?” I say frowning. “I never ask you where you’re going.” 

“I am keeping you out of trouble, and yes, it’s okay for you to leave early. You ask me all the time when you know you don’t have to.”

I took a deep breath, knowing I was going to cave and just tell him what’s on my agenda for today, personal or not. “I had a flat. That’s why I’m late.” 

Kevin looked up at me, “Monie, you look like you haven’t slept in days. Are you okay? When are you going to get a new car?” 

“I’m fine, I had a restless night and didn’t sleep much.” I squirm, thinking of my dream and how amazingly erotic it was. The guy on the ferry didn’t make my morning any easier, either. If only I had the guts, I would have given him my name and address and let him clean me properly. I needed to focus. I was at work, not in an X-rated dream. 

“I love my car. Stanley is my baby. Anyway, I need to leave early; my dad’s birthday is today. I am ashamed to say I haven’t bought him a gift.” I walked around Kevin’s desk to pick up his breakfast mess as I explained my reason for leaving. “Why are you such a slob?” 

Laughing, Kevin looked at me and said the obvious, “Only you would have your mother calling twice a day for two weeks and still forget his birthday. Tell me, how do you keep things straight in this office when you can’t even keep your own life in order? Also, I am not a slob! I am just a little untidy.” 

“Don’t start! Being untidy is the same as being a slob,” I barked at him. 

He put the files aside and swung his chair towards me. He stared at me for a second before starting his lecture. “This place isn’t your home, Monie. You need to get out and have a life. You need to take a chance on things. Happiness may be right where you never thought to look because you’re always too scared.” Kevin said with a concerned look. 

He knew I lived in a bubble and felt safe there. No change meant no chance of being hurt, right? 

“Didn’t I just say, 'don’t start,' Kevin?” I rolled my eyes and tried to sound annoyed. 

He waved me away and gave up, “Fine, leave now. Go find that man a gift. Tell him I said happy birthday.” 

“I don’t have to leave now. I can leave after lunch.” I put his half-eaten breakfast in the garbage by his desk. 

“No, Monie, leave now. You should have just taken the day off if you were going to come in late and leave early anyway.” He looked at what I was doing. “Are you really going to leave that there so I can smell it all day?” 

“Yes, because that will teach you to pick up after yourself. I am not your wife!” I said as I strolled out of his office with a smirk. 

I heard him sit back in his chair, “You would be living very well if you had been my wife. You should ask ex-wife one and ex-wife two when they call for their alimony checks next time,” he responded with quiet laughter. 

Back at my desk, I turned on my computer and checked my emails. I don’t see anything urgent that needed my immediate attention. I looked down at the floor and at the bag with the clothes I put on this morning. I could smell the coffee coming from it. Iced-Coffee girl, I chuckled at the thought. Why was I afraid to give him my real name? Well, Monie, you were afraid because he was beyond anything you could ever really have. 

I closed my eyes and thought about how delicious he was, how his hands heated me up without ever really touching me. The phone on my desk rang, startling me out of my daydream. I really had to focus! “Hello? Sorry, Kevin Golden’s office.” I was all flustered and hot all over again from thinking about Jason.

“Monie, it’s me Anna. Are you okay?” I could hear the concern in her voice.

“Anna, I’m fine. I was just concentrating on work. What’s up?”

Anna was my best friend; she had been with me through everything. I could talk to her about anything and she would never laugh. However, she would laugh if she heard the iced-coffee story. Now that I thought about it, I wanted to laugh too.

“I’ll be at your mother’s tonight; I told her I would be there at 6:00 p.m. What time do you think you will be there?”

“Probably around the same time,” I said, while reminding myself I really needed to go shopping. 

“Monie, try to play nice with Nancy tonight. I know she is a bug, but this means a lot to your mother.” Anna pleads.

I took a deep breath before I answered her, “I always play nice, as long as she doesn’t start with me.” 

My sister Nancy and I had the classic love/hate relationship. I loved her, and she hated me. Actually, to be fair, she loved me as long as she didn't think I had more than she did. Ever since we were little girls, if I had it, she wanted it. I had to share my friends with her as well as my life; I had to take her everywhere I went. Mom wanted us to be best friends. It started out that way, but unfortunately didn’t stay that way. 

“Monie, I’m going to be there, okay? So don’t fret. It will be fine.” Anna reassured me.

“I know it will be okay. Listen, I have to go.” I loved Anna like a sister, but I just couldn't or didn’t want to talk about my real sister with her. 

“Okay, talk to you tonight.”

I hung up, looked at my computer again and then at Kevin’s office. I decided to go shopping. 

I shouted, “Kevin, I’m leaving.”

He shouted back, “Good!”
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The Family Garza 
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THE TRIP HOME WAS UNEVENTFUL. The boat was on time and once I was on board, I realized it was empty. There were no construction workers and there was no Jason to spill coffee on me, how sad. What could I expect from a 12-noon boat? I sort of felt silly thinking he might have been waiting for me to take the ride back. Did you honestly think that he would be riding back and forth waiting for you, Monie? Ha, now that would be a story to tell. My shopping expedition was a little more exciting. I really hoped to God that Dad liked what I finally decided to get him. 

The trip home was quick. By 12:45 p.m. I was in my car driving home to change. Fifteen minutes later I was in my apartment. It was as quiet and lonely as it had been this morning when I left. Nevertheless, I loved this apartment. When I moved in, I just stood in the living room surveying my new home thinking to myself that for the first time I felt like an independent, grown woman.

I walked into my kitchen and put my bags on the counter. I noticed the plant by the sink was dead. When was the last time I watered it? Oh, well. It was another casualty of my forgetfulness. I went into my bedroom to find a pair of jeans. For the third time today, I changed my clothes. I wanted to wear my favorite teal shirt. Now all I had to do was find my flip flops. But of course, as soon as I squatted down to look by my bed I heard my cell phone ringing. As I dashed to the kitchen to find my handbag, I stubbed my little toe on the door frame. I grabbed my toe and hopped on my left foot. I snatched my handbag and it opened, dropping all its contents on the floor. 

“Really, is this some kind of fucking joke?” Finally, I found the phone only to see that it was my mother calling. I automatically knew what this call was going to be about, a reminder to be at the house early.

“Hello, Mom!” I was still rubbing my toe. A big smile broke across my face, as I thought to myself, “My Mother the worrier.” She always wanted everything to go without a hitch, even the simplest dinner.

“Monie, mi hija, why aren’t you at work? I called but the person who answered your phone said you left early. Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine Mom; I left early because I thought I would come over earlier and help you with dinner.” That would make her feel good, if not accomplished, like she actually got me to do something. 

“That will be great. Nancy said she was coming over early too. It will be so nice, just like when you were little girls and we all cooked together.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. I couldn’t even do this without Nancy. It served me right, since I actually just fibbed to my mother about why I left work early. God was probably punishing me for that, and my punishment was getting to spend quality time with Nancy. 

“What time will you be here?” Mom inquired.

I took a deep breath before answering. “What time did Nancy say she was coming?” Please say later, please say later.

“Oh, around 3:30 p.m. She has to wait for the kids to get home from school.”

I took a quick look at my watch; okay, it was 1:30 p.m. “I will be over in 20 minutes, Mom. I just have to put something in the wash and I will be right over.” 

“Great, I will see you soon; I am so happy you are coming over early to be with me. I miss you so much, Monie. You have no idea.”

I rolled my eyes, wondering why my mother was so dramatic. She just saw me two days ago. “Mom, if I don’t get off the phone, I won’t be able to get there to see you.”

“Oh yes, right, bye. See you in a few minutes.”

Hitting the end button, I couldn't help smiling. Yes, that was my mother: Dramatic and a perfectionist, but I loved her. Then, the smell of coffee punched me in the face. Grabbing the bag with the dirty clothes, I headed to the laundry room. As much as I loved coffee, the overwhelming smell was doing nothing for me. The skirt and blouse went into the machine; I added soap and closed it. As I was setting it to the gentle cycle, I thought about my morning and exactly how my outfit acquired this wonderfully pungent smell. Leaning over the washer, I closed my eyes and pictured his perfect face, his infectious smile, his chocolate brown hair and blue eyes. He was delicious. That was the only way I could describe him. My cell phone rang again, jolting me back to reality. Standing up straight I felt like a teenager getting caught doing something naughty. I didn’t even bother looking at the caller ID. “Hello?” I barked.

“Monie, you haven’t left yet?” 

“No Mom, I was just leaving.” Unbelievable, at times I thought my mother had a camera in my apartment, watching my every move.

“Can you stop and get me some sugar, milk, and some coffee? I did my grocery shopping yesterday, but I forgot to pick them up.”

“Yes Mom, I will make sure I stop and get what you need.” I hung up, slid into my flip flops and headed for the door. 

***
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AS I WAS PARKING IN front of my parent’s house, I thought of the good times I had growing up. It was the perfect little house. My parents came from Puerto Rico as soon as they were married. They lived in Brooklyn first, and when they bought this house they felt like they had achieved the dream they came here to live. I was three and Nancy was about a year old when we moved in. My dad was a longshoreman and worked long hours to provide us with the life he never had.

Walking into the house, the first thing that hit me was the aroma of my mother’s cooking. We always used the side door that lead to the kitchen, and the smell of her cooking was always the first thing that let you know that you were home. My mother had this odd idea that the front door was only for guests. I haven't lived in this house for over five years and I was still not a guest! 

“Hey, I’m here!” I shouted as I walked into the kitchen with the milk, sugar and coffee. 

“It’s about time! I thought you were never going to get here.” My mother replied with a smile. 

“The grocery store was packed; I never realized that the older generation did their grocery shopping at this time,” I smiled mischievously at my mom.

I hear my dad say, “Was that your way of calling us old?” I turned to see him standing in the hall doorway that lead to the bedrooms. 

“How are you Dad? Happy Birthday, old man!” I gave my dad a hug, and the smell of Old English wrapped itself around my nose. I closed my eyes. I was a little girl again, and Daddy was protecting me from anything that was evil. 

He whispered in my ear, “Thank you honey. You know it’s just another birthday.” He then stood back with a big smile, looking me over. 

“It’s never just another birthday Dad. Don’t forget what you always tell me,' it's a blessing from God.” 

“You’re right, baby girl, you are so right.” 

My dad, Stephan, was a happy man; he worked hard and lived to give us the world. He was a strong, sweet man, never shy to hug and kiss us or to show affection in front of others. He was also a sentimental man, crying during the holidays as much as celebrating. He cried for the people that left us to go to a better place, as he put it, and also celebrated the life around him. He was my dad and some people would say I was just like him, strong but soft at the same time. 

“Mom, what can I help you with?” I looked around and it seemed as if everything was already cooked. My mother’s apron had the stains of a fully cooked meal. 

“Nothing. The rice is cooking, and the pork had been in the oven since this morning, so just relax.” 

Laughing, I hugged my mom and just let the smart comment I had go. Only she would tell me to come help her and already have everything finished. My mom, Isabel, was very old school; she was a homemaker by trade. While Dad worked, she made sure we became proper women. Her idea of fun was taking us to church on Sunday mornings and then cooking a huge dinner afterwards while she danced and sang old Spanish songs. She was a sweet woman with good intentions, even if we didn’t understand her ways at times. 

“So what time will everyone be here?” 

“I told you, Nancy has to pick up the kids and Anna said she would be here at 6:00 p.m.” My mother eyes me suspiciously. “Monie, is something wrong? You seem a little tense.”

“No Mommy, I’m good. I’m just glad to be here with you, sharing some quality time before the chaos starts. Why don’t you turn the radio on and put on some salsa?” My mother’s face lit up. 

“That sounds like a good idea! We can have some fun while we finish up dinner.” 

She reached above the refrigerator and turned on the little portable black radio that had been there since I was a little girl. My mother started to dance, and my dad stood to join her. It was an old typical salsa tune that I remembered hearing some mornings as a kid while getting ready for school. I sat at the old kitchen table, the same table where I ate my breakfast every morning with Nancy before school and watched my parents dance. The walls still had the same fruity wallpaper. Nancy and I joked that we had our daily balance of fruit just sitting in the kitchen. My parent’s house hadn’t changed much; the walls still had the same photos of Nancy and I as kids, some of which should have been set on fire in my opinion, like the one of me with the bun on my head or my first-grade picture with the two missing teeth. My sister’s pictures were no better. Poor Nancy actually had a bad case of acne as a teenager. My mother put her middle school pictures up anyway, because all she saw was a beautiful girl. Nancy would say that they were the ugliest pictures ever. I had to agree with her about that. 

The dining room, a typical Latino room, was to the right of the kitchen. By typical, I meant overwhelming. It had a huge white lacquer dining room set with a chandelier hanging over the table; the type of chandelier that you have to remove every piece of crystal on it to clean. The china closet wasn’t filled with china. Instead, it contained all the little knick-knacks my mother had collected from every wedding and anniversary party she had ever attended. The chairs were still covered with the original plastic that they came in because, of course, the chairs are white. I could not even count how many times Mom asked, Why shouldn’t they be covered, or would you rather they got dirty!?” 

The dining room then led to the living room where the front door was located, the door that was never used unless you were a guest! Yes, the living room furniture was white, also with plastic covers. The coffee tables and end tables were glass with elephants on them for good luck, along with statues of children holding flowers. This, to my mother, was elegant old European decorating. It was safe to say she hated my contemporary brown furniture. 

I lost myself in the music, the smell of the food cooking and the sound of my parent’s laughter. My dad pinched my mom’s ass and she scolded him, reminding him that I was sitting watching, I laughed. My dad was still a sly fox. I was so lost in the moment that I didn’t hear Nancy walk in with the kids and her husband, Junior. 

“Hey guys! What’s going on here, a party without me?” 

Nancy was petite with deep brown eyes and dark chestnut hair just like mine. Her smile could light up a room, whenever it made an appearance. If you took away the selfishness and jealousy, Nancy would be one of the most beautiful people anyone had ever known. I took a deep breath before I got up to greet everyone. The kids, Danny and Katherine, were the first to run over and hug me. The one thing Nancy had never fought with me about was how much time I could spend with the kids or when I could take them out. I had always felt that it was Nancy’s way of pitying me, because of my inability to bear my own children. 

“Have you guys grown since I last saw you?” 

Both kids giggled and simultaneously said, “Maybe.” 

Danny was a beautiful little boy with dark hair and dark eyes and was about to turn eight. Kat was the spitting image of Nancy when she was five years old. Junior was the next person to greet me. 

“Hey, beautiful! How is my favorite sister-in-law?” 

“Your only sister-in-law, may I remind you.” With a smile, Junior gave me a tight hug. 

I have known him since we were children in grammar school. We were the same age and hung out with the same crowd throughout our school years. It was odd when he started dating Nancy, even more so when they announced they would be getting married. I let go of Junior and started walking over to Nancy. She had turned her back to me and was telling the children that they should go into the living room and start their homework. Then, they could watch TV until dinner was ready. She spun around when she felt my presence behind her. Instinctively, she hugged me and then quickly let go. 

“What are you doing here so early? Shouldn’t you be at work?” She was looking me over, taking in what I was wearing.

“I left early, I was having a bad day, so I just decided it was easier to be home than to sit at work.” I was beginning to feel uncomfortable by the way Nancy was looking at me, so I walked back to the table and sat down. Nancy then shifted her attention to the stove.

“Did you help Mom with dinner?” She walked to the stove and picked up the lid that sat on the pot of rice.

“No, you know how Mom works; it was all cooking by the time I got here.” I picked up my phone and started texting Anna: Change of plans; please come now to my mother’s house. I am here and so is the cranky one!!!!

Nancy took a taste of the rice and put the lid back on. “Oh, so you came here early just to hang out? Who are you texting?” I could see her inquisitive eyes on me.

I took a deep breath. My sister couldn’t stand being left out of anything. “I’m checking my emails. Is that okay? Last I remember this is my parent’s house and if I want to come hang out I can, just as you do on the weekends.”

Nancy smiled, “I know, but that’s what I do, and you don’t. Mom and Dad spend more time with me than they do with you. I come here to be with them.” 

Mom was standing nearby listening, and she cut into the conversation just as I was going to say something.

“Nancy, why don’t you give the kids a snack? They must be hungry after being in school all day.”

Nancy walked over to the pantry to get some cookies to take to the living room. You could still feel the tension in the air after she left the room.

Ten minutes after I texted Anna, she came walking in the door with her two girls. All I could think when I saw her was my savior needed to go to the tanning salon for some color. Anna and I were polar opposites. She had lily white skin, blue eyes and straight blond hair. She was the only person in the world whose moods I could read. I knew when she was happy, sad, depressed or just hiding something, and today she seemed preoccupied. She had this idea in her head that Anthony had a girlfriend because of the long hours he had been working lately. Her weight was an issue, so her self-esteem was at an all-time low. To me though, Anna was perfect. At 150 pounds she had Puerto Rican curves and great legs. I told Anna numerous times not to worry; it was evident to everyone except Anna that Anthony adored her and wouldn’t cheat on her. As a matter of fact, I was positive he wasn't cheating, since he called last week and asked me to help him pick out a diamond anniversary ring that he had been saving for. I swore not to tell Anna, my best friend of almost 31 years, even though I knew it would ease her mind and explain why he was working so many hours. I couldn’t spoil the surprise. 

“Hi everyone. Hey, Nancy, you look nice; those jeans fit great.” Anna always knew how to make Nancy feel good and distract her from being such a bitch.

Nancy smiled, “I think I lost a little weight, not that anyone notices.” I looked quickly at Junior to see his reaction, but all he did was roll his eyes. Nancy eyed Anna suspiciously. “What are you doing here so early? I thought you were coming around 6:00 p.m., or at least that’s what Mom told me.”

“Oh, I was at my mother’s watering her plants and I saw all the cars here. I decided to come over instead of going back home and waiting for Anthony, and then trekking back over here.” If anyone was a good liar and could get us out of anything it was Anna. “I hope you guys don’t mind. Do you mind, Tia?” Our mothers were the best of friends, so we called each other’s mother aunt in Spanish, or Tia.

“Anna Maria how could I mind? Do you really have to ask a question like that? You’re like one of my own, and you know you can come over whenever you want.” 

Nancy looked a little embarrassed, “I didn’t mean it anyway Anna, I just thought maybe Monie told you to come over early. You know how she can’t be anywhere without you.” Nancy replied with a sneer.

I felt my blood pressure rise again. “Maybe that’s because I can have a conversation with Anna without ever feeling like I have to tiptoe around her.” I couldn’t help it. I had to say something.

Junior interjected before Nancy could respond. “Oh wow, come on now ladies, this is Dad’s birthday, and no one is tiptoeing around anyone today.” 

I got up and finally gave Anna a hello kiss. I felt guilty for losing my cool and making everyone uncomfortable. I felt Nancy’s rage in the air. Thank God Nancy always let Junior have the last word.

Mom wanted all the kids out of the kitchen, and she wanted to discourage an argument with the little girls in the room. “Hey, why don’t you two go with Kat and Danny into the living room? They have some silly show on TV, and cookies.” 

I looked over at Anna to distract myself from Nancy, “Where is Anthony?” I knew he was working, but I wanted to get an impression of how Anna was feeling today.

“Oh, you know. Working.” Anna made a quote sign in the air. “He has a big plumbing job with this new construction company he is working with.” We walked out of the kitchen towards my old bedroom. When we were out of everyone’s hearing range she continued, “God knows whose pipes he’s actually working on, or if he’s snaking them every chance he gets.”

I rolled my eyes at her, “You don’t believe that, and you know he adores you. Stop being so insecure. He has never given you any reason to believe differently.”

“Monie, we have been together since high school. Men get tired of having the same thing for dinner every day, you know.” Anna said as she sat on my old bed.

“So, make yourself into steak and then the next night become veal. Change it up if you feel he’s bored.” I went over to my desk and sat in the chair where I used to do my homework. My room was still the same, with all my awards and trophies still on the same shelves. After my divorce, I lived in this room for a year, until I realized I had to get out and start my own life.

“I don’t know, Monie. He’s been too tired to even touch me lately, it seems.” Anna looked sad. She let herself fall back across my bed. I got up, moved over to the bed and sat next to her.

“Anna, this is going to work itself out. Trust me. Just don’t fight with him and make him crazy if you don’t have proof of anything.” 

I saw her eyes filling with tears, and my heart was breaking because I knew what that pain felt like; the pain you feel when you think you know something, but you don’t know what it is. In my case I was right, he was cheating. “Stop it. Let’s go and sit in the other room with everyone. Maybe I can piss Nancy off a little more just by looking at her.” We both started laughing, got up and walk towards the kitchen. 

***
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DINNER WAS FUN. WE talked about everything, and Anthony actually made it in time to eat with us. Nancy even smiled and told old stories about when we were kids with our dad. It was nice seeing her smile. That was my old Nancy. I often wondered where she had been hiding all this time. Then, the conversation came up ... that dreaded conversation.

My wonderful brother-in-law asked, “Hey Monica, so how is the love life going?” He was looking at me as if to say, please say you’re seeing someone. 

“Oh, it’s going. You know I’m busy with work so it’s hard to get out and meet someone decent.” 

“It’s hard to meet someone or do you just not want to meet someone?” Nancy asked with a sort of patronizing sound to her voice. 

“No! I just—you know—I take it as it comes.” I felt my ears getting hot. I hated when anyone asked about my personal life. 

“Well, if you keep taking it as it comes you’re going to find yourself a very lonely old woman,” Nancy answered with a smile. 

“Well, I would rather be lonely than married, miserable and bitchy all the time.” As soon as the words came out I knew it was wrong. Everyone got really quiet and Junior put his head down. 

It felt like an eternity before, finally, Anthony said, “Well, I think I have the perfect guy for you.” 

Anna shot him a look, “Who?” She asked quizzically. She was my girl, and she wasn’t going to let Anthony set me up with just anyone. 

“Jerry McAllister. What do you think Anna? Don’t you think he would be perfect for Monica?” 

Anna smiled that smile when something clicked in her head. “Hey! Why didn’t I think of him before?” 

I was looking at Anna like no, please, please, don’t go there. She knew I hated blind dates. 

Anna continued with, “Monie, the guy is loaded. He runs J. McAllister Construction.” I saw that Anthony was feeling good about himself because he actually thought of this idea.

I stared at Anna, trying to give her a hint with my eyes to stop and said through gritted teeth, “If he is so great, why didn’t I ever hear of him before?” 

Anthony said in a low voice. “Maybe because he is a friend of mine and the last friend of mine you got involved with you married. That’s probably why she never mentioned him.” 

Phil, my ex-husband. was Anthony’s friend. He introduced us. I never understood how they could have been friends; it was like night and day when you compared the two of them. 

“And how do you know him?” I questioned Anthony like a detective looking for clues. 

“Well I did the plumbing in his house when he was building it. I do the plumbing on most of the projects he works on. He has a great house up on the hill. Anna is right. The man is loaded, Monie.” 

She nodded her head yes, “Monie, like really rich loaded!” Anna said, as if I didn’t realize what loaded meant. “He started with nothing and made himself into what he is now. That’s the kind of man you need, a man that is already set in life.” 

Anna was always looking out for me, that much I had to say. “I don’t know, guys—” 

“Come on Sis, what do you have to lose?” Junior asked.

Nancy was now up, clearing the table with my mother. Sometimes I felt like I was actually related to Junior and he was my big brother. He was always on my side. 

“I don’t like blind dates; only women who are desperate go on them.” I was going to try to get out of this one way or the other. 

“No that’s not true,” Nancy said, now looking soft again. “You should go. Maybe this could be the one.” I could tell Nancy was genuine and meant it.

I looked at my sister, the sister I loved so much, and I took a deep breath and said, “Okay Anna, tell me about him.” Anthony went to chime in and I snapped, “No, not you Anthony! You will tell me all the good stuff and leave all the bad stuff out like the last time!” 

Anthony looked like a little boy who just had his hand slapped. “Sorry, it was your decision to marry him. Why are you blaming me?” I stuck my tongue out at him and said, “Because I have to blame someone for that one moment of insanity in my life.” I winked at him, letting him know I was okay.

***
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AFTER WE CLEANED UP the kitchen and had all the dishes dried, we sang happy birthday to Dad and gave him our gifts. Of course, my sister got him tickets to the next major heavyweight fight with her husband. 

When he opened my gift, he looked at me, surprised. “Oh, Monie, thank you so much. You shouldn’t have spent so much money on me. Isabel, look. Monie got me a Movado.” My father was looking at the watch as if it were a gem that came from heaven. The watch was a museum classic with a black dial, stainless steel case and bracelet. It was the perfect gift for the perfect father.

Isabel came over to look at the watch, “Monie, it’s beautiful. Stephan, your daughter spoils you. I better not see you with that watch on when you’re on your way to work.” 

Nancy had nothing to say at this point, and it was obvious even to her that anything negative would sour the moment.

Junior yawned, a hint he was ready to go. “Well, it’s getting late and I think we should be heading home, don’t you think, Nancy? The kids must be tired. They were up early and now it’s almost 10:00 p.m.” 

Nancy gave him a look, “I get it, Junior. You want to leave,” she snapped. 

I looked at him and wondered how he put up with her sometimes, but it was none of my business and I was not about to get involved. They got up and start kissing everyone goodbye. When Nancy got to me, she hugged me and for one second, I thought it was real, and then she ruined it.

“Well, I guess I will see you whenever.” 

I smiled at her and said “Yeah, see you soon. Call me and maybe we can have lunch.” She turned and gave me a smile, then walked out of the side door with her family with no response to my invitation. I sat back down in the dining room after they left; my mom came up from behind me and gave me a hug. 

“You see now that wasn’t so bad. I knew you two could get along.” Sometimes my mom could be really clueless.

“I guess it wasn’t so bad, Mom.” I didn’t have the heart to say it was the worst. Like every mother, she wanted us to be close and share our lives with each other, but it just wasn’t going to happen with us. 

“So, Monie, will you go out with Jerry?” Anna just wasn’t giving up on this. 

I got up to get another cup of coffee and started to answer her as I went back into the dining room. “I don’t know, Anna. You know how I feel about blind dates.” 

“Oh, come on! What would it hurt? He seems really nice, Monica, and he is loaded.” 

“Anna, it’s not about the money,” I say, laughing. “I’m not sure if you realize it, but I do okay on my own.” 

“Yes, I know, but I just want you to meet someone nice, and this man might just be the right one.” 

“You have never even mentioned him until Anthony said something!” I’m holding my cup tightly with two hands now and my nerves were starting to show. I was running out of ideas of how to get out of this.

“I know, but the more I think about it, the more it makes sense!” Her voice was pleading for me to give it a try.

“Why does it make sense?” I stared at her with my Monica glare that was supposed to look scary, but it really wasn't.

“Because, you are both single and he is nice and likes to travel.” She was making her case like a lawyer trying to convince a jury to acquit. “He is a go-getter and he doesn’t let anything stand in his way once he decides he wants to do something. He is a really good guy.” 

“Fine, okay! Set it up, but only if he is interested too. Then, I will go.” 

“Yay!” Anna was excitedly clapping. “Okay, I will call him tomorrow; this is going to be great!” 

I looked at Anthony, “Do you see what you have created? A monster, that’s what she is—a monster.” 

“She’s my monster and I love her,” he said as he looked at her with a smile. You could see the love he felt for Anna as he gazed at her. 
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Wipe You Down
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I SAT IN MY CAR FOR what seemed like an eternity listening to Motown sounds. Tears of a Clown was one of my favorite songs and right now it was soothing me. I kept coming back to the same question. Why did I let Anna and Anthony talk me into this? I needed motivation to do this. I put my head back against the headrest and just chanted, “Today will be the start of my new life!” 

After I had heard more about Jerry, I wondered why a 48-year-old man that was set in life didn’t have a significant other. He sounded perfect; at least that was how he was being presented. Still, I had this little nagging feeling that this was too good to be true. That’s why when Jerry had offered to pick me up at my place I had said I would meet him at the restaurant. I looked at the clock and said to myself, “It’s now or never, Monie”.

The restaurant Jerry had chosen was Bocelli’s, a nice little romantic Italian place. I knew the name as soon as he mentioned it. Phil had a habit of taking me here whenever he wanted to convince me that I was the only woman in his life. Our last visit was after I found lipstick on his collar. I waited a couple of days then announced that I had made reservations at Bocelli’s, handed him the shirt and said it would be our last visit there together so we should make it worth it. I filed for divorce a week later. I had tried talking Jerry into going to another restaurant, but he was adamant that Bocelli’s had the best food. I couldn’t argue with that. I also didn’t feel like telling him my history with the establishment. 

I stood in front of my closet thinking first dates are tricky. Too little meant you were ready to hit the bedroom on the first date. Too much meant you weren’t interested, and you were there because someone made you go. All I really had was a little black dress that sat in my closet for special occasions. The neckline was a little low, but I made sure I had a shawl to cover up my 'sisters.' I already had an excuse in mind. It was early October, and you never know how chilly the night air would be. 

As I walked up to the hostess I noticed a man sitting by himself at a table by the wall. I wondered if that was Jerry and how long had he been waiting for me. 

“Hi, welcome to Bocelli’s. How can I help you?” The hostess asked. 

“Yes, I am meeting someone by the name of Jerry McAllister.” I gave her my best I-am-not-nervous smile, although, I am not sure it was convincing.

“Oh yes, he has been waiting for you for about 20 minutes. I think he is a little anxious.” She gave me a quick smile. 

“Really?!” I smiled once again, as I didn’t know how to respond to her little statement. The hostess led me towards the table and I took a quick peek. I saw Jerry already standing up to greet me. He was about 6 feet tall and had salt and pepper hair. His smile was friendly, and he had nice teeth. When he smiled, his eyes crinkled at the corners and I noticed he had lovely green eyes. As I got closer to the table, he walked over to my chair and pulled it out for me. Okay, well at least he had manners, I thought to myself. He turned to go back to his chair, and I noticed that he looked fit for a man his age and was a very handsome man. I was thinking that Anna just might have gotten it right this time!

The hostess handed me a menu. “Here you go; someone will be right over to take your order.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Monica, it is so nice to finally meet you.” Jerry smiled and looked me over once again. “Anna told me a lot about you.”

He had looked me up and down when I had first walked up to the table, and it was unnerving that he was doing it again. I pulled the shawl a little closer around my boobs, hoping that was not what he was looking at. 

“Hi, have you been here long?” 

“No, actually I just got here.” He adjusted himself in the chair. 

I wondered if that adjustment was because he just told me a lie and he knew it. Did he make it a habit of lying? I told myself not to get turned off yet and to give him a chance. 

“So, what did Anna tell you about me?” I asked. 

“What she did not tell me was how beautiful you are. I will have to tell her she did not prepare me for a Goddess.” 

I arched my eyebrow, “A Goddess, really?” Okay, so his impression of me might save him from the little white lie he just told. “We try to keep my beauty a secret,” I said and smiled at him. “I hear you are in construction.” 

“Yes, I own J. McAllister Construction. My company built the new homes you see on the Boulevard down by the water.” 

I smile, “Those are nice.” I started to wonder what we would talk about once we got the formalities out of the way about work. “Is construction something you have always been involved in?” I scanned the menu; his staring was making me uncomfortable.

“No, before that I was an investment banker, but an opportunity came up to start a construction company and I took it.” 

I had not eaten all day, and the bread was calling my name. “Really? Well, it must be hard to just change careers. I mean, starting a new career isn’t something that can be easy.” I picked up a bread stick and buttered it.

“Why do you think it would be a hard adjustment?” Jerry retorted. He looked annoyed, irked that I presumed to ask such a question. “It actually wasn’t hard at all. Once I put my mind to it, I can do anything and have anyone.” He smiled a malicious smile. 

I squirmed in my chair, “I’m glad it worked out for you.” I thought to myself that this was going to be a long night. 

“I would say it worked out. Now I own a home on the hill. I have a 30 foot Sea Ray, and I just upgraded my Mercedes to an SL550. Yes, it did work out quite well for me.” 

As he was saying all this, I got a picture in my head of an older man on a boat with bikini-clad women surrounding him. I shook the thought from my head and warned myself to give him a chance. Again, I was already thinking of reasons why I didn't like him, and I hadn’t been there more than 10 minutes.

“What was it you do?” Jerry asked. He looked bored before I could answer, as if he were just being polite by asking the question. He watched me as I took a bite before I answered him. 

“Well, I am an executive assistant in a major insurance firm.” I wondered why Anna didn’t tell him what I did for a living. He did say Anna had told him a lot about me, but I guess she didn’t mention that to him. 

“So, you are basically a secretary?” The sound of his voice dripped with revulsion, as if I were a lowly paid slave. 

It was a good thing that at that very moment, the waiter interrupted our conversation. “Good evening. Would you like to order a drink before dinner?” he asked me.

I noticed that Jerry had a drink in front of him, another indication of his lie about how long he really had been there. “Yes, I would. Can you please bring me a glass of white wine?” I told myself to only have one since I was driving; although with the way this date was going, I could probably drink a whole bottle by myself. Again, I chastised myself to give the guy a chance. It could be that he was just as nervous as I was.

Without even looking at the waiter, Jerry said, “and I will have another glass of Jack, clean.” 

He liked to drink, I saw. 

“Okay, I will get your drinks and I will be right back to take your order for dinner.” the waiter responded.

I was about to say thank you when I heard Jerry say, “Oh, I think we are ready. Are you ready, Monica?” 

I wanted to say not really but instead I said, “Oh yes, umm, I guess I will have,” as I quickly looked at the menu, “I will have the penne with vodka sauce.” 

Again, without even looking at the waiter Jerry spouted, “And I will have the filet mignon and the lobster tail, medium rare, thank you.” Without a glance, he dismissed the waiter. 

“So, do you have any kids, Monica? Anna told me you’re a divorcée.”

What the hell did Anna tell him about me? This man knew nothing. Here we go, background check time. I wondered if I would pass Mr. Jerry McAllister’s inquiry. “No, we did not have a child. That was one of the many reasons we ended up getting divorced.” 

“I have a boy. He actually isn’t a boy anymore, he is a 28-year-old man. I’ll be honest; I really didn’t have a lot to do with his upbringing. His mother raised him. She could have done a better job raising him, but who am I to complain? I was never around as I was always trying to make sure his life was set, so he didn’t have to struggle in the future.” 

“Does he live with you?” I wonder what was with him giving me all this information on his son. Does he hate kids?

“No, he has his own place down by the ferry. You know, one of those new condos with all the bells and whistles.”  Jerry took a mouthful of his drink. He was waving the waiter over and pointing at his glass for a refill.

I wondered if he had a drinking problem. Great, Anthony definitely had interesting friends. That was for sure. I couldn't blame Anthony; I was the one who kept agreeing to date his friends. When would I learn my lesson? 

I tried to keep the conversation going, “So, what does your son do for a living?”

“He actually works for me, runs all my construction sites and makes sure everything is done to perfection. He’s good with his hands; he gets that from me of course.” He winks at me. I shuddered and got the feeling that he was a slimy old man.

Thinking back, I was a little confused as to why he thought his wife could have done a better job raising his son. It sounded as if she had done a good job, since Jerry felt comfortable having him run his business. “So why do you feel that his mother could have done a better job?” 

“She was a mess and made him soft.” 

“A mess? What do you mean?”

“She was always so neurotic, always pampering and babying him, making him a “mama’s boy. You know how women are with their kids, especially their sons.”

“No, not really. I don’t have any children, and I don’t have any brothers, so I guess I don’t understand what you mean. Weren’t you young, just a kid yourself when your son was born?” Why was I even trying to flatter this man? Oh yeah, because he called me a
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